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1 ．Introduction
There has  been much debate  as  to  the  role  of  a 
learner’s L1  in  their  learning of a second  language. 
While some researchers minimalize the importance of 
a  learner’s L1 there have been a number of studies 
that have noted that a learner’s L1 can influence how 
they acquire a second language （Ellis, 1994; Murakami 
& Alexopoulou,  2015;  amongst  others）,  and  other 
studies that argue that knowing about the differences 
can  aid  in  the  instruction  of  second  or  foreign 
languages （Yadav. 2014; Du, 2016; amongst others）. 
This paper takes the stance that while a high level of 
proficiency in the learner’s L1 may not be necessary 
for  successfully  teaching an L2,  awareness  of  the 
linguistic properties of the L1 can aid significantly in 
this task. To illustrate this argument, we have taken 
specific examples  from L1 Japanese and L1 Korean 
learners  of  English,  and  will  demonstrate  how 
linguistic awareness can be useful when helping such 
learners to learn English as a foreign language.
2 ．Background
One of the most well-known ways that a learner’s L1 
can  influence their acquisition of a second or  foreign 
language  is  through  language  transfer （Weinreich, 
1953; Porter & Duncan, 1953; etc.）. Language transfer 
is when a learner applies knowledge of one language 
to another, and  it often causes problems  for  foreign 
and second language learners past the critical period, 
as  they often mistakenly use  linguistic knowledge 
from their L1  in their L2, where  it  is not applicable 
（Johnson & Newport, 1989）. These sorts of mistakes 
are known as negative  transfer （Porter & Duncan, 
1953）. 
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examples  include differences  in how English, Japanese and Korean create polite speech through different speech 
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of the surrounding language and culture of the students so as to better understand them and help make themselves 
understood in L2 English.
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　　While some negative transfer is easily corrected, 
such as different spellings of a similar word in the L2, 
other aspects of negative transfer can be very difficult 
to overcome, such as pronunciation （Carter & Nunan, 
2001; etc.） or differences  in aspect markings （Braidi, 
1999）.  However,  perhaps  the  most  difficult  to 
overcome problems of negative L1 transfer are those 
stemming  from  peripheral  language-influencing 
constructs such as cognition, culture and metaphor 
（Spring, 2015）. According to Spring （2015）, one of the 
reasons that these problems are particularly difficult 
to overcome is that there is a lack of clear linguistic 
clues  that  meaning  has  been  misunderstood  or 
interpreted  incorrectly.  In such situations,  learners 
cannot  improve unless  they are given  the  specific 
background knowledge that  is required  to navigate 
such  linguistic challenges correctly.  In order  for an 
instructor to help  learners,  it  is thus helpful  if he or 
she  is  aware  of  the  particular  challenges  that  a 
language learner is facing because of the influence of 
their L1. 
　　While  there  are  some  instances  in  which 
knowledge of a wider culture or cognitive pattern can 
aid  learners  from a number of  languages,  there are 
several instances in which the problem is specific to a 
particular L1. For example, in Asian culture, there is 
much more attention paid to  the age and rank of a 
person than  in Western culture, and this  is typically 
reflected cross-linguistically. For example,  in Chinese, 
Korean,  and  Japanese,  there  are  two words  that 
equate to the English word for sister, one that refers 
to a younger sister, and one that refers  to an older 
sister. However,  in English,  Spanish, German and 
French, there is only one word that conflates the two 
words used in most Asian languages, eliminating the 
need to mention whether or not the sister is older or 
younger. In such a situation, knowing the difference in 
Asian and Western culture or  thinking could help 
absolve this problem. However, regardless of the fact 
that the cultures of China, Korea and Japan generally 
put  more  importance  on  age  and/or  rank  than 
western cultures, there are differences in the degree 
to which it is focused on and how it affects language. 
Thus, the problems that learners with these different 
L1s  will  experience  when  learning  a  western 
language,  such as English, will  not be entirely  the 
same. To  illustrate  this point,  this paper  focuses on 
two specific examples from Korean and Japanese, two 
languages that are typologically very similar, in which 
negative transfer from the L1 affects the  learning of 
L2  English  in  different  ways.  Based  on  these 
examples, we will then make an argument for how L1 
awareness can aid EFL  instructors  for L1  learners 
from these two languages.
3 ．Differences in hierarchy
As mentioned  in section 2,  there  is a general divide 
between western and Asian cultures with respect to 
how strictly age is revered. In Japanese, this manifests 
in  language  in a number of ways. First,  familial and 
interpersonal  relationships  are  often  described, 
linguistically,  in  terms  of  age.  For  example,  as 
mentioned  in  the previous section,  Japanese  lacks a 
completely equivalent word  for sister,  instead using 
two words, onesan （older sister） and imouto （younger 
sister）, which are assigned depending on age. This is 
even applied  in  the event of  twins, where one twin 
must be determined as  the ‘older’ of  the  two,  as 
there  is no word in the Japanese  language for sister 
or  brother  that  leaves  them  on  equal  footing. 
Furthermore, at schools, companies, and other social 
institutions, Japanese people often divide themselves 
based  on  age  or  experience, with  co-workers  or 
school-mates who are older often being referred to as 
senpai, and those who are younger or less experienced 
being referred to as kouhai.
　　In Korean, a similar dichotomy is used for familial 
and  interpersonal  relationships.  As  previously 
mentioned  in  the  case  of  Japanese, Korean  also 
distinguishes  relationships and  their corresponding 
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titles  based  on  age. However, Korean  takes  this 
practice a step  further by taking the gender of  the 
speaker  into  consideration. For  example,  a male 
speaker would address his older sister as noona and 
his older brother as hyung. On the contrary, a female 
speaker addresses her older sister as unni and older 
brother  as oppa.  Moreover,  due  to  the  highly 
collectivist nature of Korea, these titles are used not 
only within one’s biological  family, but also among 
contemporaries of  relatively  similar age  in Korean 
society. The Korean  language  also  contains  the 
Japanese counterparts of  senpai and kouhai, which 
are derived  from the same Chinese characters but 
are  pronounced  seonbae  and  hubae  in  Korean, 
respectively. 
　　However,  it should be noted that  the age-based 
hierarchy  is much stronger  in Korean culture. For 
example,  though the Japanese  language and culture 
often make distinctions based on age, it does allow for 
words within  social  structures  that  indicate  even 
status such as doukyuusei （person  in the same class 
and year）, doryou （co-worker）. While  senpai  and 
kouhai  are  more  common  when  there  is  any 
difference in age, doukyuusei and doryou can be used 
when age, rank and experience are considered to be 
equal. Furthermore, while senpai and kouhai are often 
based on age  in  Japan,  it  is possible  for one  to be 
younger than one’s kouhai or older than one’s senpai 
in Japan, if one is considered to have more experience 
or be  in a higher ranking position. For example,  if a 
student entered a university at  the age of 20, a 19 
year old student who is a second year student would 
likely be considered senpai because of his higher rank 
and/or more years at  the same  institution. Though 
these situations are admittedly not common in Japan, 
in Korea it is more likely that age, rather than rank, 
would be the ultimate factor for determining how one 
addresses his or her peers. This is not to underscore 
or downplay  the  importance age plays  in  terms of 
address  in Japanese. However, Korea’s adaptation of 
Confucian ideology puts a rather strong emphasis on 
age. This  age-governed  respect  system maintains 
harmony between siblings  in  traditional households 
and extends beyond the household  into  interpersonal 
relationships in society as well. Koreans are expected 
to  adhere  to  this moral  code  even when  the  age 
difference  is  just a matter of a  few years.   （Suárez-
Orozco,  et  al.  2002）. Of  course,  factors  such  as 
personal  relationship  to  the  individual and address 
terms can always allow  for unorthodox  situations 
such  as  the  aforementioned  Japanese  example. 
However, as a general rule of thumb, age would more 
likely override rank in the Korean counterpart of this 
situation. 
　　In contrast,  though  the English  language does 
allow  for words  that distinguish between the social 
rank  of  individuals （boss, superior, subordinate, 
employee, etc.）, these ranks are usually not assigned 
based on age. Though there is a natural tendency for 
one’s  boss  or  superior  to  also  be  older,  it  is  not 
necessarily so. Furthermore, smaller distinctions are 
generally not made, and are almost never based on 
age. For example, a student with whom one went to 
school, but who was two years ahead, would generally 
be  referred  to as a  classmate,  and not a  senior,  a 
mentor, a superior, or any other such nomenclature 
that would  indicate  their  social  status  or  age  in 
comparison to the speaker. 
　　The  affinity  for  hierarchy  also  affects  polite 
speech  in both  Japanese and Korean, but again  to 
differing degrees. In Japanese, there are a number of 
levels  of  formal  speech,  depending  on  the  social 
distance and the distance in the speaker’s social rank 
in comparison  to  the  listener, and  these affect how 
and/or which verbs will be used （Tsujimura, 1992）. 
For example,  if  the social distance or discrepancy  in 
rank  is not considered so great, one can use simple 
polite speech.  In this case, words generally take a –
masu ending, such as in tabemasu （eat）, mimasu （see） 
or shimasu （do）. If the social distance and difference 
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in  social  rank becomes  large, more respectful verb 
forms can be used, known as  sonkeigo （respectful 
language） and kenjougo （humble  language）. In such 
cases,  kenjougo  is  used  to  refer  to  oneself,  and 
sonkeigo is used to refer to the listener, or the person 
who  is being honored. When using these honorifics, 
the verb forms change drastically. For example, Table 
1, below, shows the verb forms used for eat, see and 
do in Japanese honorifics.
　　In Korean, a similar hierarchy of formal language 
exists in which verb forms are changed depending on 
social  rank and  social  distance. Korean verbs  are 
separated  into  two  fundamental  categories:  1）
jondaetmal （formal speech） and  2） banmal （informal 
speech）. However,  these  two major categories are 
further  broken  down  into  specific  subcategories: 
hapsho-che （deferential form）, haeyo-che （polite form）, 
hae-che （intimate） and haela-che （plain）. 
　　In  addition  to  the  politeness,  or  lack  thereof 
achieved  through  verb  conjugation,  the Korean 
language accommodates a  suffix,  shi which can be 
inserted into any of the aforementioned verb forms to 
create an honorific  form. Also, verbs which denote 
certain  actions （eat,  sleep,  drink,  etc.）  have 
independent  honorific  forms.  For  example,  the 
deferential -honorif ic  form  of   the  plain  form 
meokneunda （to eat） is jahpsushida. 
　　It  is also worth noting  that  in addition  to  the 
previously  mentioned  forms  of  politeness  and 
formality  in the Korean  language, other,  though  less 
common forms do exist. The most  formal and polite 
of  all  forms,  hasoseo-che was  reserved  for  kings, 
queens  and  other high-ranking  figures  as well  as 
important text such as scripture. However, this form 
is  largely only heard  in historical  television series  in 
modern  Korean  or  seen  in  archaic  documents. 
Another form which is virtually extinct but still heard 
in historical Korean television programs is hao-che. In 
terms of respect, it would fall roughly below hapsho-
che and be used among equivalents or  those of  the 
same rank or  lower, but never  to  those above  the 
speaker. Lastly, hage-che which is a relatively neutral 
form in terms of politeness and formality still exists 
among the older generation. This results in a total of 
seven speech  levels existing  in Korean with hapsho-
che （deferential  form）, haeyoche （polite  form）, and 
haeche （intimate） being the most commonly used. 
　　In  contrast,  English  has  no  such  system  for 
assigning honor or politeness  through verb classes. 
Instead, English politeness is often conveyed in other 
manners,  such  as  indirectness,  insertion  of modal 
verbs  or  changes  in  tense （Tyler,  2008）. While 
English  has  a  number  of  politeness  strategies 
available to  it and some surely overlap with Korean 
and Japanese （Brown & Levinson, 1987）, the system 
of polite speech  is not as strictly defined as  in  the 
verbal honorifics of Korean or Japanese. 
4 ．Differences in pronoun usage
The Korean  language  consists  of  first-person and 
second-person pronouns and employs demonstratives 
in third-person cases. For example,  instead of a true, 
solitary word for “she”, Koreans would say keu nyeo 
（that girl） in the third-person singular case and third-
Table 1 Verbs in simple polite, sonkeigo and kenjougo 
in Japanese
Verb Simple Polite Sonkeigo Kenjougo
eat tabemasu meshi-agaru itadaku
see mimasu go-ran ni naru haiken suru
do shimasu nasaru itasu
Table 2 Verbs in plain, intimate, polite and deferential 
forms in Korean
Informal Speech Formal Speech
Verb Plain Intimate Polite Deferential
eat meokn-eunda meogo meogoyo meoksumnida
see bonda bwa bwayo bomnida
do handa hae haeyo hamnida
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person plural situations simply add the suffix –deul. 
Therefore, keu nyeo becomes keo nyeo deul to refer to 
them or “those girls.” Needless  to  say,  this differs 
from  third-person  pronouns  in  both English  and 
Japanese but is rather straightforward. 
　　Furthermore,  in Korean, first and second-person 
pronouns have dedicated  lexical units which  largely 
mirror their English counterparts of I, you, you （pl.） 
and we. However,  these pronouns are often omitted 
when  the person  is understood  through context or 
when a person’s title can be substituted  in place of 
the pronoun. In Japanese, it is also the case that such 
pronouns are often omitted, which is likely due to the 
fact  that  both  Japanese  and Korean are pro-drop 
languages, which often allow  for  the subject of  the 
sentence,  or  in  some cases  even  the  object  to  be 
dropped.  In stark contrast, English only allows  the 
dropping of the subject in commands, such as ‘（you） 
Pick that up!’ Outside of  this one  linguistic pattern, 
English is quite stringent in its necessity of a subject, 
and thus pronoun use is widely employed.
5 ．How L1 Awareness can be utilized in the 
EFL classroom
5.1　Examples of negative transfer in L2 English
As shown in sections 3 and 4, though both Japanese 
and Korean  have  a  number  of  distinctions  from 
English, they are in turn, distinct from each other in a 
number of ways. In this section, we will describe how 
these  differences  can  hinder  L1 Korean  and  L1 
Japanese  learners  of English  in  both  similar  and 
different ways and how this is related to the specifics 
of each learner groups’ L1. 
　　First, a common error that both L1 Japanese and 
L1 Korean learners of English make is the misguided 
incorporation  of  their  L1  related  hierarchical 
structures  into their L2 English. For example, many 
L1 Japanese and L1 Korean learners of English tend 
to  refer  to  their  school mates and  friends as  their 
seniors or  juniors  in English. However, as noted by 
Spring （2015）, this is highly untypical of English and 
often confuses native speakers. This occurs because 
of negative  transfer of both  linguistic and cultural 
elements into L2 English. 
　　Another common mistake made by L1 Japanese 
and L1 Korean learners of English is to assume that 
there is no politeness in English. Though learners are 
often aware  that certain messages come across as 
rude or  less polite  than others,  the  lack of differing 
verb classes often causes  learners  to assume  that 
there  is no politeness or no polite words  in English. 
However, this is not true. For example, Tyler （2008） 
indicates  that  increased  indirectness  through things 
such as embedded questions, modal verb insertion or 
the usage of past  tense generally comes across as 
more polite  in English. However, Tyler notes  that 
many L2  learners of English are unaware of  these 
usages and tend to  instead memorize set sentences, 
such as ‘can you help me?’ without understanding 
where the sentence comes  from or why  it  is polite. 
This  tendency  seems  to  hold  true  for  both  L1 
Japanese and L1 Korean learners of English, as both 
have trouble with polite expressions in English （Hotta 
& Horie,  2012;  Suh,  1999; Mapson,  2015;  amongst 
others）.
　　However,  though Korean and  Japanese native 
speakers may make  some  similar mistakes  in L2 
English,  the  specifics  of  their  individual  L1s  do 
sometimes create specific problems for each different 
group of native speakers. For example, in addition to 
L2 acquisition problems that Koreans encounter due 
to hierarchy structure  in L1,  the Korean first-person 
singular and plural pronouns are ambiguous in nature, 
at  least  in certain cases.  In other words,  the  first-
person  plural  pronoun,  wuli ,  is  often  chosen 
irrespective of number count or relationship between 
the speaker and hearer. This occurrence  is  largely 
thought to be a remnant of Korea’s interpretation of 
Confucianism and  is  reflected  in how  the Korean 
language operates both  in  terms of vocabulary and 
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grammar （Song 2009）. A case  in point example of 
pronoun misusage in L2 due to L1 interference would 
be a Korean ESL student who refers  to his or her 
mother as “our mother” in English to a teacher who 
obviously  is not a member of  the student’s  family. 
This  is problematic  for both the student as well as 
the teacher because the student is aware the teacher 
is  not  a member of  his  or her  family,  however,  a 
teacher who is not aware of Korean pronoun behavior 
may assume the student does not have a firm grasp 
of English first-person pronouns. This specific example 
was  chosen  as  wuli （our）+  mother  is  a  highly 
collocational pattern.  
　　However,  not  all  relationships  and  their 
corresponding pronoun in Korean are as collocational. 
A  study by Shewack （2017）  found Koreans  to be 
almost nearly  split  in  their  pronoun of  choice  for 
spouse with 50.8% opting for the first-person singular 
Korean equivalent of “my” with 49.2% preferring “our 
husband/wife.” This  finding also concurs with Kim
（2003） who  finds  that  it  is acceptable  for Korean 
speakers  to  refer  to  their  spouses with either  the 
first-person  singular or plural pronouns while  still 
maintaining  the  same  number  count.  Lack  of 
awareness of this Korean pronoun feature could lead 
a teacher to falsely believe his or her student to be a 
polygamist.  
  Lastly, there is also reason to believe that age 
may be an underlying factor Koreans consider when 
given  the choice of one pronoun over  the other. A 
study by Kim （2013） found 90% of Korean elementary 
school students to use nae （my） with younger sibling, 
versus 81.7%  to use wuli （our） with older  sibling. 
Shewack （2017） also found similar results in regards 
to sibling hierarchy. This  is not to conclude that the 
Korean language does not accommodate for pronoun 
number distinction. Pak （1982） suggests the number 
inconsistency between  the  two pronouns has been 
idiomaticized  as  a  result  of   Korean  famil ia l 
collectivism and Kim （2013） draws  the conclusion 
that Koreans  in  the  early  stage  of L1  acquisition 
follow sociolinguistic patterns to determine pronoun 
choice.  
5.2 Curbing negative transfer in the EFL 
classroom
While  it  is not necessary  to speak  the L1 of an L2 
learner fluently in order to be a successful teacher of 
the L2,  it can be  incredibly beneficial  if  the teacher 
has awareness of  the L1. Because of  the negative 
transfer that can occur, as described in section 5.1, L1 
awareness can help a  teacher by  informing him or 
her why particular mistakes are made, which can be 
an important step for figuring out how to correct the 
problems.
　　For  example,   without  knowledge  of   the 
hierarchical  linguistic patterns built  into the Korean 
and  Japanese  languages,  it would  be  difficult  to 
understand why students are making  the kinds of 
mistakes  that  were  pointed  out  in  section  5.1. 
However,  if  the  instructor  is  aware  of  how  these 
languages  work,  it  is  easier  for  him  or  her  to 
understand what  the  student means, where  the 
mistake is coming from and to contrive ways to help 
the student overcome the adverse effects of negative 
transfer in these situations. 
　　Furthermore, even  if an  instructor understands 
cultural elements, such as the hierarchical nature of 
many Asian societies, this knowledge alone might not 
be enough to help speakers overcome very specific L1 
transfer  problems.  For  example,  a  fundamental 
understanding of the behavior of first-person pronouns 
in Korean would be advantageous knowledge to any 
individual who  plans  to  teach English  to Korean 
students. Without a basic understanding of ways  in 
which Korean pronouns veer  from similar usage  in 
English,  misunderstandings  rooted  in  cultural 
differences can become a hindrance to both teacher 
and student.  
　　Thus, while there are a number of effective ways 
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that  an  instructor  can  teach English  as  a  foreign 
language without speaking the  first  language of  the 
student（s）,  such  as  active-learning  and  student-
centered activities,  having  some knowledge of  the 
students’ L1 can help the instructor understand their 
students, achieve heightened communication, and give 
them an  idea of  the  types of  lessons and activities 
that  should be created and cultivated  to meet  the 
specific needs of their students based on the negative 
L1 transfer that may to occur when students from a 
particular L1  study English as a  foreign  language. 
Though there  isn’t necessarily a need  to speak  the 
students’ L1 fluently, awareness of the L1 provides a 
strong  advantage  to  instructors  and  can  help  to 
create better  learning environments  for  students. 
This paper pointed to specific examples that are both 
shared  and  individual  to  Japanese  and  Korean 
speaking  learners  of  L2  English,  but  the  same 
concepts apply to native speakers of other languages 
who are learning English as well – particularly if they 
are  learning  it  as  a  foreign  language, where  less 
emersion is possible and more efficiency is demanded 
in the classroom.
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